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DEIVEE ON THE HEBEEW TENSES.* 

By Prof. James Strong, 8. T. D., LL. D., 

Drew Theological Seminary, Madison, N. J. 



After a careful examination of this work, and a protracted comparison in the 
■course of my Hebrew reading, I am unable to acquiesce in its conclusions, and I 
beg leave to state briefly, for the consideration of scholars, my reasons for dissent. 

The main position of the book is that the primary and essential distinction 
between the so-called Prseter and Future tenses in Hebrew, is that the former 
denotes a fully completed act or condition, and the latter an inceptive or incomplete 
one. This point the author elucidates by a detailed application to the various 
uses and constructions of these forms of the Hebrew verb, including an attempt 
to solve thereby the mystery of the " vav conversive." Much of the reasoning is 
very indirect and intricate. I take room to examine only the main point, and 
that in relation chiefly to the use of the so-called " Future tense ; " which is the 
most difficult and peculiar. I give the author's doctrine in his own words : "One 
[form] is calculated to describe an action as incipient and so as imperfect ; the 
other to describe it as completed and so as perfect " (p. 6). 

In the first place, I suppose no one will deny that in a very large proportion, 
probably a majority, of instances the so-called "Future tense" actually does 
denote a future event. It is not an adequate explanation of this fact to say that 
the event is " preparing to take place, or developing" (p. 24). There are usually 
no signs whatever of its occurrence ; it is not merely or properly incomplete ; it is 
not yet even begun, except in the mind of the writer. Surely the fundamental 
import of the form in question cannot be so disguised or varied, in this very com- 
mon use of it, as not to be distinctly recognizable. The attempt to translate the 
verb, in these exceedingly numerous instances, as an incipient act would be pre- 
posterous, and the author accordingly passes over this very important usage with 
a few general and vague remarks (p. 25) ; not even illustrating it by a single 
example ! This seems a notable failure at the very threshold of the discussion. 

Many of the distinctions made by the author in the subsequent portion of his 
disquisition are clear and sound, such as the use of the Future for the Imperative 
(? 23), the uncertain (? 24), the potential or Subjunctive (§ 24) ; but there is nothing 
novel in all this, nor does it at all support his main position. None of these are 
incipient acts, nor in any legitimate sense incomplete ; they are simply contingent 
or conceptual. In fact, the use of the tense in question as a proper Imperfect, to 
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denote an uncompleted act, is quite rare in Hebrew, and the author himself 
adduces but few examples (? 27), nor are they very clear. Most or all of them are 
more readily explainable on the usual theory of the tense. Perhaps I cannot do 
better than to examine these very passages, in order to show the fallacy and 
inadequacy of Mr. Driver's chief point. 

In Deut. xxxn., 18, ♦{jpfl is not " Thou begannest to forget the Bock that had 
bome thee," but is a relative, dependent upon the preceding Prseter (ln"|^), as the 
Future following with vav conversive shows (CQtJ'fll) ; and the whole should be 
rendered thus : " A Rock bore thee, whom thou neglectest ; and thou hast forgotten 
God thy former." In Job in., 3, "J3 *f? ; lN OV is not to De rendered " The day 
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I was being born in " [sic] ; but evidently as a relative clause, " The day on which 
I was born" — {dies quo natus fuerim, not nascerer, nor natits fuissem). In Ps. vn., 
16, *7J^ is not " The pit he is (or was) making," but again as a relative clause, 
" The pit which he had just made; " for he could not fall into it until it had been 
completed. In Gen. n., 10, ~nfl' Dt^P d° es not mean "from there it began to 
divide," nor in xxxvn., 6, does rWSOfl mean that the other sheaves " began to 
move round " Joseph's ; but only that the division and the surrounding were ap- 
parent acts, the objects " seemed " to do so; like the lYj^ or apparent ascent of 
the mist, and the other Futures in n., 5, 6.* In Num. xxiv., 17, to render IJlfOK 
"I see him, but not now," is a clear contradiction in terms. In Jer. vi., 4, i|{3^ is 
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not to be rendered " The shadows of evening are beginning to lengthen," but " will 
(soon) be lengthened.'''' In like manner, the instances of an alleged frequentative 
use of the Future (p. 32) may more naturally be resolved as acts depending upon 
the will of the parties, and not necessarily repeated. 

I conclude that, while the " Future " in Hebrew evidently denotes a qualified 
or dependent act or condition, it does not contain or represent the form of lim- 
itation selected by Mr. Driver, namely inchoation or incompletion. 



* This last verb may perhaps be explained on the same principle as the above, namely the 
equivalent of the Latin rule that a relative clause requires the Subjunctive (" There was a mist that 
went up"); to which however, in Hebrew at least, must be added the proviso that it is intended to 
express a subordinate thought, and not a principal or independent fact. In such cases the subject 
properly precedes the verb, because the main emphasis is thrown upon the former, and the 
latter is merely suppletive to the general idea. The relative 10X is suppressed for terseness, 
as in English, "the money (which) I earned I spent." 



